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Abstract

This paper aims to explore a fundamental comparative philosophical question between Zhang Zai
and Cicero through structural comparison: why did both thinkers, who similarly constructed a mo-
nistic ontology of the universe from material substance that encompasses spirituality and derived
ethical ideas of “duty” from it, ultimately lead to distinct outcomes—individual self-stabilization
and universal social harmony? The paper argues that the key lies not in superficial conceptual sim-
ilarities, but in the differing deep generative structures inherent in their respective cosmologies.
Through meticulous textual analysis, the paper distills two core categories—“rational permeation”
and “vital manifestation”—to delineate the fundamental divergence between Cicero’s “ether-per-
meated” view of nature and Zhang Zai’s “qi” theory: the former constructs the cosmos as an orderly
system governed by universal rational laws; the latter presents it as a moral field of life where in-
trinsic values naturally manifest through vital dynamism. Building upon this, the paper further ar-
gues that the opposition between these ontological structures inevitably determines divergent eth-
ical trajectories: the “rational coherence” structure requires moral agents to adhere to objective
laws through cognition, thereby deriving a “duty” ethics centered on justice and propriety; while
the “vital emergence” structure guides subjects to expand their inherent benevolence through intu-
itive recognition, thereby generating an “ethics of benevolence” centered on universal kinship and
harmony with all things. This study not only offers a new analytical framework for understanding
these two philosophical systems but also provides a theoretical pathway focused on intrinsic gen-
erative structures for comparative research on the relationship between ontology and ethics in Chi-
nese and Western philosophy.
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